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Alan Baddeley is Professor of 
Psychology at the University of York 
and a Fellow of the Royal Society 
and the British Academy. He studied 
psychology at University College 
London and Princeton before doing a 
PhD at the MRC Applied Psychology 
Unit in Cambridge, where he spent 
much of his career as Director. His 
interests are in human memory, and in 
particular in working memory, a system 
for keeping information in mind while 
performing tasks such as reasoning, 
comprehending and memorising.
What turned you onto biology? 
I have never studied biology. In my 
co-ed grammar school the boys were 
marched off into a lecture theatre and 
told that they would study physics. 
Anyone determined to study biology 
with the girls would need a note from 
their parents. This announcement 
was followed by an extremely boring 
demonstration that if you mix hot 
water and cold water the result is 
lukewarm — and can be measured! 
Chemistry was equally boring, but 
with added smells and I decided 
that science was not for me. I much 
preferred the arts subjects, where we 
were encouraged by some very good 
teachers to think for ourselves, form 
our own opinions and write about 
them in clear prose. I liked subjects 
that seemed to tell me something 
about the world around me, and I 
ended up with A levels in Geography, 
English and History. I had developed 
an interest in philosophy, and having 
failed to get into Cambridge to read 
Geography, and suspecting that it 
might be difficult to earn one’s living as 
a philosopher, I opted for psychology, 
much influenced by a book entitled 
Listening with the Third Ear: The Inner 
Experiences of a Psycho-Analyst. I 
was advised to apply to University 
College London, which had a young, 
accessible and enthusiastic American 
professor and a very enthusiastic 
young staff. The emphasis was on 
experimental psychology, and I knew 
almost immediately that this was what 
I wanted to do. I have been doing it 
ever since.
Many of my friends were biologists, 
a very strong area at UCL, with 
Q & A figures such as J.B.S. Haldane, Peter Medawar and John Maynard 
Smith featuring prominently. I was 
very influenced by Donald Hebb’s 
“Organisation of Behaviour”, which 
in 1949 had proposed and begun 
to develop a biologically based 
approach to experimental psychology, 
in contrast to the stimulus-response 
neo-behaviourism that dominated US 
psychology at the time. I applied to do 
a PhD at McGill with Hebb, but he was 
only able to offer half a studentship. 
I could not find the other half, and 
instead went to Princeton.
I returned after a year, hoping to 
postpone the point at which I would 
need a job by signing up for a PhD. 
Times were hard and money was 
tight, but eventually I was offered 
a post at the Medical Research 
Council Applied Psychology Unit in 
Cambridge helping to design postal 
codes. I had fallen on my feet. The 
Director Donald Broadbent had just 
published his classic book “Perception 
and Communication” which showed 
how the newly developed computer 
could provide a basis for theorising 
in psychology, resulting in testable 
models of human behaviour that could 
be used to tackle practical problems. 
It was the beginning of an intellectual 
revolution resulting in the creation of 
what subsequently became known 
as cognitive psychology. Having 
completed a PhD in long-term memory, 
I became involved in the controversy 
as to whether it was necessary 
to assume more than one type of 
memory. My supervisor, Conrad, had 
shown that immediate memory for 
sequences of letters depended on the 
sound of the items remembered; I was 
able to demonstrate that the opposite 
occurred for long-term memory, where 
similarity of meaning becomes much 
more important.
At this point I moved to 
Sussex University and began two 
collaborations that proved crucial to 
the rest of my research career. I began 
to work with Elizabeth Warrington at 
the National Hospital, Queens Square 
on densely amnesic patients, showing 
that their pattern of deficits was 
broadly consistent with the distinctions 
between long-term and short-term 
memory that were emerging from the 
theoretically-driven laboratory studies. 
I have continued to find the interaction 
between mainstream cognitive 
psychology and neuropsychology 
to be very productive. My second crucial collaboration 
was with Graham Hitch, the post doc 
on my first research grant. We had 
proposed to study the link between 
long-term and short-term memory at a 
time when the concept of short-term 
memory was running into difficulties. 
One major problem stemmed from the 
assumption that short-term memory 
acts as a working memory, providing 
temporary storage that is crucial for 
complex cognitive tasks such as 
reading, comprehending and learning. 
This assumption ran up against 
evidence from a second type of 
neuropsychological patient identified 
by Warrington and Shallice: these had 
grossly impaired short- term memory, 
but preserved long-term memory 
and, importantly, well preserved 
general cognition. Such patients were 
rare, and not available to us, so we 
attempted to simulate them using a 
dual task method. We chose a task, 
memory for strings of digits, that 
was assumed to place a heavy load 
on short-term memory, combining 
it with the concurrent performance 
of a range of complex tasks. If the 
system really did function as a working 
memory, the tasks should be grossly 
disrupted. We found a systematic 
deterioration in performance as the 
concurrent digit load increased, 
but it was far less dramatic then we 
had predicted. We decided to move 
on from the assumption of a single 
unitary short-term store, replacing it 
with a three-component model that 
involved an attentional controller and 
two subsidiary storage systems, one 
for verbal and one for visuo-spatial 
material. The model has served us 
well, and we still use it, with just one 
additional component, some 35 years 
later. 
I moved from Sussex to a Chair at 
Stirling, then returned to the Applied 
Psychology Unit as Director, a post 
that enabled me to continue to 
combine basic and applied psychology 
for the next 20 years, before moving to 
Bristol and then York to keep ahead  
of the need to retire.
What advice would you give to a 
PhD student? When designing an 
experiment, or coming up with  
an explanation, keep it simple. Not an 
easy task, as it involves deciding what 
is important and stripping away the 
rest, but helpful both for your own 
thinking, and for communicating what 
you found to others.
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two. The first is Sir Frederick Bartlett, 
who though not its first director, was 
responsible for founding the Applied 
Psychology Unit in Cambridge where 
I spent some 30 years of my career. 
I admire his determination to link 
laboratory science to life outside the 
laboratory. His book “Remembering” 
published in 1932, based on memory 
for stories and drawings was an 
important antidote to the increasingly 
arid approach to memory through 
endless studies of people learning 
lists of nonsense syllables that 
predominated in North America at the 
time. Bartlett’s concern to bridge the 
gap between the laboratory and the 
outside world was later reflected in 
his view that applied research can go 
hand in hand with the development of 
theory, an approach that has proved 
extremely fruitful throughout my 
lifetime. My second hero is Donald 
Hebb, the Canadian psychologist who 
again attempted to build bridges, in 
his case using a biological approach 
to link the behaviourist tradition that 
dominated in North America at the time 
with the perceptually-based Gestalt 
psychology that predominated in 
pre- world-war Germany. His laboratory 
produced a stream of outstanding 
researchers, and his techniques and 
insights continue to be influential. 
What do you think of the ‘electronic 
revolution’ in publishing? My 
views are very mixed. On the one 
hand, it is amazing to have a huge 
number of papers rapidly accessible 
without leaving your office. On the 
other hand, I already have far more 
to read than is feasible, and there is 
an increasing tendency to focus ever 
more narrowly on the papers that are 
specifically relevant to the current 
task, hence missing a broader range 
of potentially important literature. The 
link with bibliographic measures and 
citation counts is seductive but tends 
to favour topics that are fashionable. 
A similar short-term bias is inherent 
in the use of google, which being 
driven by ‘hits’ can inadvertently 
bury earlier literature. A case in point 
occurred with the revival of interest 
in the topic of vigilance, the term 
applied to the task of maintaining 
alertness over long periods of time. It 
became prominent during the Second 
World War in connection with the 
watchkeeping demands on sonar 
and radar operators, leading to a good deal of empirical and theoretical 
development. But as such tasks were 
increasingly automated, it dropped 
from view, only to recur again post 
9/11 in connection with airport security. 
It was clear that the new research that 
this generated was being conducted 
in ignorance of the old, and a search 
on google suggested why. There were 
many citations, but virtually all were 
concerned with vigilance in herds of 
animals or shoals of fish, an interesting 
problem, which might perhaps be 
illuminated by what we already know, 
or rather knew, about human vigilance. 
What important future 
developments would you like to see 
in your field? In the short term I would 
like to see cheaper neuroimaging, 
avoiding the need for ever larger 
grants, and allowing more scope for 
replication and an increase in inter-lab 
consistency. I think such developments 
would be particularly helpful in the 
further study of consciousness, where 
I differ from some of my colleagues in 
being optimistic about the progress 
made and the likelihood of solving 
the biological, if not the philosophical 
problems. I would like to add one 
less obvious wish. I think we need 
to revive the concept of mental 
energy. Given two people of the 
same intellectual capacity, the one 
with energy is likely to achieve much 
more. How can we measure this and 
where does it come from? I suspect 
this may be a much simpler question 
from the physiological viewpoint than 
many of the cognitive issues that are 
currently being addressed, but I know 
of no research that maps this onto 
individual differences in personality or 
performance.
What is your favourite conference? 
I tend to prefer small focused meetings 
to conferences, and these tend to 
be one-off events. I am, however, 
very fond of an annual meeting that 
has evolved over the years where a 
number of people with related interests 
in working memory get together 
at a small conference centre in the 
Yorkshire Dales. The centre has a 
capacity of only 30, and we divide 
the time up equally, typically allowing 
everyone about 20 minutes to present 
and 10 minutes for discussion. We 
always set aside an afternoon for 
walking, and walks to and from the pub 
about a mile away generate lots more 
discussion.What do you think about the impact 
of ‘big’ science on your area? 
Funding in cognitive psychology is 
increasingly being dominated by the 
fashionable areas of neuroimaging 
and genetics. Both are clearly areas 
of great potential both for scientific 
progress, and for raising large 
amounts of money. Both, however, 
are in danger of being oversold, 
given the complexity of the issues 
they are addressing with a danger 
of a subsequent backlash. One 
might argue that all methods tend 
to be initially oversold and that we 
gradually learn what they are good for 
and what are their limitations. In the 
case of my own discipline, however, 
it is becoming increasingly difficult 
for young scientists to obtain a post 
without neuroimaging, which is often 
seen as more important than the more 
traditional skills of devising tightly 
controlled experiments to test well 
developed theories. The capacity to 
design and test hypotheses about 
human behaviour are of very wide 
applicability beyond the limits of 
mainstream psychology, and it would 
be a great pity if these were replaced 
by the technical skills of neuroimaging. 
However, I think the neuroimaging work 
that combines the two will prove more 
replicable and in the long run more 
influential, and that we will develop at 
least some researchers able to employ 
both skills; but I wish there were a less 
wasteful way for science to develop. 
If you knew what you know now, 
earlier on, would you still pursue 
the same career? Without doubt. 
I was incredibly lucky in finding an 
environment at the MRC Applied 
Psychology Unit in Cambridge that 
combined cutting edge theoretical 
development with its application to 
a wide and rich range of practical 
problems. I suspect I may have been 
very fortunate in encountering a well 
supported laboratory at a stage in the 
development of cognitive psychology 
when it was possible to combine 
theory and practice. It may be less so 
now. If I were starting again, however, I 
would probably be tempted to take the 
methods that have proved successful 
in cognitive psychology and apply 
them to the study of emotion and 
social behaviour. 
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